US school districts tighten AI rules as classroom adoption accelerates beyond policy
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As generative AI has moved from novelty to routine classroom presence, America’s biggest school systems have been forced to move from blanket suspicion to something closer to governed use. In New York, Los Angeles and Chicago, the question is no longer whether students and teachers will encounter AI, but how tightly districts can contain it while still taking advantage of its usefulness. Schools initially reacted to ChatGPT with bans and caution, driven by fears over cheating, privacy, bias and the possibility that chatbots could weaken learning rather than support it. Over time, though, district leaders have begun writing rules that allow at least some uses while drawing hard lines around grading, counselling, surveillance and decisions that shape a child’s educational path.
New York City Public Schools has been among the clearest in spelling out those lines. In March 2026, the district released AI guidance built around a “traffic light” model that labels uses as green, yellow or red depending on risk. According to the guidance, AI may help with brainstorming, drafting communications, scheduling and translating non-critical messages, but it is off limits for assessments, grading, IEP and 504 development, discipline, behavioural monitoring, surveillance and counselling. The district also stresses human oversight, privacy protection and the need to use tools that can be explained and critically checked before any output is relied upon.
The New York rules also reflect a broader tension in school systems: AI is being introduced, but not on students’ terms alone. NYC Public Schools says pupils may use AI for research, exploration and creative work when educators supervise, yet the district has not fully resolved whether personal chatbots should be barred or how far AI may be used outside school to help with homework. That uncertainty has fed criticism from parent advocates, who have called for a pause on the technology, arguing that schools still do not know enough about its effects on learning, privacy or the environment.
Los Angeles Unified School District has taken a similarly cautious route, but with its own twists. After first blocking ChatGPT, the district launched its own chatbot, Ed, in 2024, only for the system to be shut down months later after the developers went out of business. Later policy updates required users to stick to district-approved tools, avoid entering private or sensitive information, and verify outputs rather than trust them blindly. Los Angeles has also moved to restrict general screen exposure more broadly, approving measures this year that limit classroom device use and bar devices for kindergarten and first-grade pupils.
For students in Los Angeles, the rules are stricter than in New York. Children under 13 are not allowed to use generative AI tools, while older students can do so only under defined conditions and with approval. The district has also urged annual digital citizenship training and requires students and parents to sign a responsible use policy. Chicago Public Schools, meanwhile, has gone further in normalising AI use: its 2025-26 guidebook says generative AI will be integrated across the system, but only with approved tools. Teachers may use Google Gemini and Microsoft Copilot, while students are encouraged to use approved systems for brainstorming, summarising and planning, provided their own work remains fundamental and AI use is properly cited.
Even so, the pace of classroom adoption is outrunning policy. A 2025 RAND survey found that most students did not feel teachers were showing them how to use AI for schoolwork, while fewer than half of principals said their schools had AI policies and only about a third of teachers said academic integrity rules addressed it. At the state level, dozens of education departments have issued recommendations, and companies such as Google, Microsoft, OpenAI and Anthropic are pushing education products directly at schools. That has left public districts trying to balance real-world use against unresolved concerns, while private, AI-first schools market a far more radical vision. The result is an education landscape in which human oversight remains the official principle, even as the technology it is meant to supervise keeps moving faster than the rules.
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